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COMMENTARY 


Although apparently sound methodologically, James S. 
Leming’s study, “Cheating Behavior, Situational Influence, 
and Moral Development” (JER , March/April 1978, pp. 214- 
217) contains a conceptual error worth noting. The study 
reported that threat and risk of detection worked to inhibit 
cheating behavior in principled moral thinkers as well as it 
did for preconventional thinkers. 

According to Leming, “The finding . . . that preconven- 
tional and principled moral reasoners are equally likely to 
engage in ‘get away with it if you can’ behavior is contrary 
to the picture that the cognitive developmentalists suggest 
...’ Although this statement is certainly true, the study in 
no way compared preconventional and principled reasoners. 
The error stems from labeling as “preconventional” those 
college students whose P score on the Rest Defining Issues 
Test was one standard deviation below the mean. Since the 
P score indexes only principled reasoning, it is possible for a 
subject to select all Stage 4 responses on the Defining Issues 
Test (selecting no principled reasoning) and yet be placed in 
Leming’s low (preconventional) level. To find a truly pre- 
conventional moral reasoner at the college level would be a 
rare event indeed. Our own investigations in assessing moral 
reasoning using various measures (including Kohlberg’s 
Moral Judgment Interview, Rest’s Defining Issues Test, and 
the Bode-Page Ethical Reasoning Inventory) have found 
this to be the case. 

Only two studies in the literature have found college stu- 
dents employing preconventional moral reasoning: a study 
by Kohlberg and Kramer [“‘Continuities and Discontinuities 
in Childhood and Adult Moral Development” in Human 
Development 12 (1969): 93-120] and the Haan, Smith and 
Block (1968) study that Leming refers to. Both of these 
early studies found a considerable number of Stage 2 (pre- 
conventional) subjects. However, the past ten years have 
revealed an inadequacy in the earlier scoring system that 
resulted in subjects mistakenly being scored at Stage 2 (sub- 
jects believed to have regressed from Stage 4) in the Kohl- 
berg and Kramer study. These subjects were not really 
Stage 2 reasoners, but were in a transitional phase between 
Stages 4 and 5 (in recent years termed Stage 4% or the 
“antiestablishment orientation”). It is therefore reasonable 
to believe that at least some (and quite possibly most) of 
the “Stage 2” subjects in the Haan et al. study were not 
really preconventional reasoners either. 
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